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FI GURE 7

Factors Contr i buti ng to Student Growth
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It should be noted that having an "interesting" experience did not make
this list. Even more significantly, characteristics which describe a more
typical student-adult relationship (e.g., "given enough training to do my
tasks" and "I was given clear directions") did not contribute to pre-post gains
and, in fact, correlated negatively with them on several scales.

The characteristics of experience were further examined to see if certain
ones contributed more to one kind of growth than another. In Table 3 the
strongest contributors to social growth are listed next to the strongest
influences on indices of personal development.



Tab 1e 3

Relative Influence of Characteristics of Experience
on Soc i a1 and Perso na1 Growth
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Social Development Rank

Discussed experiences with teachers (1)

Discussed experiences with family (2)
and friends

Adults did not criticize me or my (3)
work

Had adult responsibilities (4)

Made important decisions (5)

Felt I made a contribution (6)

Had a variety of tasks (7)

Free to explore my own interests (8)

Developed personal relations with (9)
someone at site

Personal Development

Did things myself instead of
observing

Free to develop and use my own
ideas

Had challenging tasks

Developed personal relations
with someone at site

Free to explore my own interests

Discussed experience with
te achers

Felt I made a contribution

NS

NS

As evident above, it turned out that the characteristics suggesting auto­
nomy (e.g., "free to develop and use own ideas") were more influential in pro­
moting personal growth (e.g., self-esteem, efficacy and competence) than in
social growth (e.g., responsibility, duty attitude toward others).
Conversely, the characteristics suggesting a collegial relationship with, and
even guidance by, adults, showed the opposite pattern of influence. In short,
personal growth was stimulated most by dealing autonomously with challenging
tasks while social development accrued more from interaction with adults--as
long as it was in a non-student role.



Analysis of student responses to an open-ended question asking them to
explain why they rated their program as excellent or good revealed another
interesting pattern. The majority of responses described personal benefits to
the participant (e.g., "felt a sense of achievement or learned about a career")
while only a small minority cited more socially-relevant gains (e.g., affected
another person's life or increased my understanding of others' needs).

It goes only slightly beyond the data given to argue that the analysis
suggests that students will rate a program highly if the experiences are
interesting, if they're shown appreciation for their effort, and if they sense
some personal gain from the experience. Simi larly, students will make the
strongest personal gain when they are given some autonomy to act on their own
and to use their own ideas. In contrast, positive change in social attitudes
and reasoning ski lls requires more interaction with adults--where the
involvement is collegial, not patronizing, and when they can initiate the
contact.

In sumnary, it was found that the most powerful predictors of growth were
the characteristics of the experiences of individual students, with
opportunities for autonomy leading to personal development and collegial
relationships with adults and others leading to social development. Among
program features, the most powerful factor was the existence of a regular
seminar. Of somewhat less influence was length of program (especially if 18
weeks or longer); followed by intensity (especially 2 or more hours and 4-5
days a week). There was a small positive rel ationship between age and growth
on social and intellectual measures. No significant relationship was found
between student growth 1) general type of program, 2) student GPA or 3)
student socio-economic status.

One final word may be the most significant of all. Ninety-five percent of
the participants in experiential programs rated their own program as either
excellent (49 percent) or good (46 percent).
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Implications

Jacob Varel a worked for years as an engineer before turning to the study
of psychology and sociology in an attempt to find solutions to social
problems. He has described the transition thusly:

At the time I did not realize that the goal of the social
sciences is not to solve social problems, but to study
them. Reports of brilliant experiments generally conclude
not with practical applications, but with pleas for more
research .... It has often been remarked that the social
sciences have erred in emul ating the physical sciences too
slavishly. I contend they have not emulated them enough.
Physical scientists know about the murky connections
between • laws' that apply to ideal conditions and their
real-world applications. They know that not every solution
can be tested with control groups and pristine laboratory
rules: Engineers do not build two Golden Gate bridges to
see which one will work best. They build the best bridge
they canbasedon the principles they know.

(Varel a, 1978, p. 84)

It would be well to heed Varela's call to identify practical applications
of socia1 re se arch .

It is not presumed that this study has definitively answered the question
of whether experiential education ought to be universally adoped in secondary
schools. Nonetheless, the findings of this study, combined with others
reported within it, do contain implications that merit consideration and
application even before " all the facts are in." Central among these are:
1) the demonstrated value of continuing and expanding experiential programs;
2) the value of a developmental focus for education; 3) the need for direct
experience to meet developmental goals; and 4) the possibility and need for
simultaneously working toward personal growth and social improvement.

It is important to recognize that the programs studied were carefully
selected. They have been refined through three to seven years of practice,
their directors have had extensive experience, and the students who enroll in
them are self-selected. Therefore, they do not necessarily represent all
experiential programs. ---
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Value of Experiential Education

The clearest and most significant conclusion of this study is that
well-constructed experiential programs can be a powerful educational vehicle
for promoting personal and intellectual development and can do so more
effectively than classroom instruction. Programs Wiich feature a combination
of action and reflection, and which offer challenge, autonomy and collegial
relationships with adults are the ones mostlikely to promote student growth.
One key implication of this study is that secondary schools that are committed
to such developmental goals should seriously consider adopting and/or
expanding experiential programs. This recommendation is a significant
departure from the overwhelming trend in pulic education to a return to lithe
basics. 1I The usual--and in our view--narrow meaning of lithe basics ll is
classroom instruction in symbolic representation of experience. The
consistent finding that classroom instruction in a traditional mode, as
represented by the comparison groups, showed only limited improvement in
personal and intellectual development in contrast to consistent stronq growth
for experiential programs should lead educators and the general public to
rethink the notion that only classroom instruction is legitimate and
effective.

Developmental Focus for Education

The conclusion that experiential programs are effective in promoting
development assumes that development is a legitimate aim of education.

It is through a peculiar misuse of the English language, or perhaps a
symptom of something deeper, that the comprehension of symbols and the
manipulation of mediated experience has come to be identified as learning the
IIbasics. 1I Such an interpretation of what is fundamental ignores the source of
learning (experience), the nature of the learner (especially development), and
the purpose of learning (personal growth and social improvement.) Theorists
such as John Dewey (1902/1964) and Lawrence Kohlberg (1972) have made cogent
arguments for considering development to be the aim of education; research on
the effects of schooling (Heath, 1978; McClelland, 1973) has demonstrated the
predictive power of personal development (in contrast to academic achievement)
for adult success; the present study and others have shown the viability of
promoting such development through deliberate educational interventions. It
would seem more than reasonable for educators to act on this information. The
aim and effect would not be the denigration of ITDre traditional goals, but to
imbue them with new vitality and purpose. For experiential educators as well,
a focus on development can provide both a framework for organizing activities
and a goal--that of promoting social, psychological, and intellectual
dev e1opment.
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The Need for Experience

Educators who are serious about development may also have to be serious
about adopting experiential methods for achieving that goal. Developmental
theory, from the time of Dewey to the present, has stressed that development
requires interaction, transaction, conflict, cog'nitive dissonance,
consequential choices and action on behalf of those choices. The more that
children and adolescents are isolated from broad, varied, and significant
experiences in the social environment, the more must schools encourage such
involvement to successfully work toward facilitating development.

Furthermore, if significant experience is truly a critical element in
development, it ought not be restricted to isolated doses in the later school
years but be a central focus from the elementary years and on.

Finally, the provision of more meaningful participation cannot be met by
the schools alone. The findings of this and other studies that experiential
programs can promote development must not be overdramatized. It would be
foolish to argue or believe that a change in school practice is enough to
substantially counter the effects of impoverished experience and prolonged
childhood and adolescence. Ways must be found to share the educational
mission with the broader society and to provide opportunities for children and
youth to be more seriously involved in their communities.

Personal Growth and Social Improvement

As the material of genuine development is that of human
contacts and associations, so the end, the value that is
the criterion and directing guide of educational work, is
social. The acquisition of skills is not an end in itself.
They are things to be put to use, and that use is their
contribution to a common and shared life.

(Dewey, 1934/1964, p. 11)

The above statement by Joh n Dewey may serve as a gent 1e remi nd er that both
individual and social goals are essential for either to be achieved. Perhaps
one of the greatest strengths of experiential education is that it provides
the opportunity to work on them simultaneously. As the individual grows from
direct experience in the community, so may the community benefit, and not just
in the long run. The study indicated that personal growth is a more automatic
outcome of experiential education than is social development. To acomplish
the dual goals of personal and social improvements, a new kind of rel ationship
between student and teacherl'"S necessary--a collegial mentorship.
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There is much left to be learned about human development, about experien­
tial education, and about how to bring about a better society. This study and
the others cited within it are not sufficient, do not tell us all we need to
know. Yet they provide a beginning and some idea of how to proceed. It is
only by proceeding that we will fill in the gaps in what we need to know.
Again John Dewey (1932) said it best:

The sources of educational science are any portion of
ascertained knowledge that enter into the heart, head and
hands of educators, and which, by entering in, render the
performance of the educational function more enlightened,
more humane, more truly educational than it was before.
But there is no way to discover what is I more truly
educational I except by the continuation of the educational
act itself. The discovery is never made, it is always
making. (pp.76-77)

Further Questions for Practice and Research

William Perry is fond of pointing out that people are bigger than the
theories used to explain them. In like fashion, issues of education and human
development are larger than can be contained in or investigated by one study.
Therefore, it would be well to cite some important issues that require further
exam inat ion.

Impact on Others and the Wider Community

If students are truly involved in significant experiences with real
consequences, it should then be possible to detect the effects of their
activities on others and on their communities, as well as on themselves.
While the assertion is rather commonly made that experiential education
programs can contribute to meeting the real economic, social and educational
needs of communities and the nation (National Commission on Resources for
Youth, 1974), relatively little evidence has been assembled to date. An
investigation into the social and economic impact of youth participation would
seem pa·rticularly important as discussion of the utility of a national Youth
Service Program grows more serious (Landrum, 1979).

Who Benefits?

Important questions remain concerning who benefits most from
experience-based educational programs--and why. For example, to what degree
is maturity, or advanced development, a cause or a consequence of learning
through experience? If the exercise of autonomy leads to growth, is the
demand for it a factor of the experience or setting itself, or do certain
kinds of individuals carve out autonomous roles within the experiences made
available to them? Is there a relation between cognitive style and ability or
propensity to learn from experience? What are the specific skills and habits
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that enable a person to learn and grow from experience? Can these be
isolated, and then taught and learned in the way that skills in learning from
symbols have been? Such questions require a deeper, more focused examination
of individuals and specific experiences than was possible or intended in this
study.

How to Guide Experience and Reflection

As i nstr uct i ve as it may be to know th at experi enc e must be accompani ed by
reflection, it is not practically useful without more precise information on
how best to structure, guide, and encourage such reflection. In addition,
more information is needed to identify the kinds of off-campus activities
which are most effective for achieving particular developmental and academic
goals. One important issue, for example, is whether work-study (and other job
experience) programs have effects similar to programs located in the general
academic curriculum such as were the focus of this study.

Effect on Academic Knowledge and Skills

The antidote to being information-rich and experience-poor is not to
reverse the condition. More insight is needed to understand how direct
experience and personal development may enhance the traditional academic aims
of schooling--and vice-versa.

Long-term Effects

T. S. Eliot observed: "0nl y in retrospection, selection,/ We say, that
was the day. The critical moment/ That is always now, and here" (1963, p.
57). Similarly, the investigation of the impact of experience on development
must be enriched by the study of, in Dewey's terms, "its influence upon later
experiences," the degree to which "they promote having desirable future
experiences" (1938/1963, p. 27). Clearly it would be important to know if
patterns established in the program--of learning from experience, of
participating in the community, of exercising autonomy--were continued. Also
of interest would be students' assessment of what aspects of their experiences
seemed particularly valuable a year or two after as opposed to during or
immediately following the experience.

Research Methods

An important problem in the investigation of experiential education has
been the lack of appropriate methods and instruments. The Social and Personal
Responsibility Scale and the Problem Solving Inventory were developed to help
fill this gap. The results indicate they were useful measures and merit
futher development and refinement.

Results from this study demonstrated that paper and penci 1 tests can be
useful in detecting important effects of experiential education. They also
demonstrated some of the limitations of this approach. Evidence from this and
other studies suggests that such measures are 1ess than satisfactory for some
students, particularly those with a history of negative experiences with
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testing. In addition, such measures do not adequately capture the small
individual changes, the critical incidents, the nuances, the sense and
sensibility of experience. Thus additional techniques must be developed and
used. Interviews, observations, analyses of journals, ethnographies, and case
studies could be used both to triangulate and to see beneath the findings from
paper and pencil measures. Such measures could uncover, in Dewey's terms,
lithe qualitative characteristics of things as they are orignally and
'naturally' observed" (1929/1960, p. 90).
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